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1 Introduction 
A new three year child poverty strategy for Northern Ireland (NI) is due for publication 
in the autumn. As background information for the Committee’s consideration of the new 
strategy, this paper examines child poverty strategies in NI and the other devolved 
regions of the UK and outlines the viewpoints of children’s campaigners, research 
bodies and others. It also notes Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) projected figures for 
absolute and relative child poverty throughout the UK for 2020.  
2 The Child Poverty Act 2010 
The Child Poverty Act 20101 (‘the Act’) established four separate UK child poverty 
targets to be met by 2020/21. The Appendix to this paper describes the targets. The 
Act placed a duty on the UK Government and Scottish and Northern Irish Ministers to 
publish regular child poverty strategies and placed duties on local authorities in 
                                                 
1
 http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/9/contents 
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England for tackling child poverty. The Children and Families (Wales) Measure 20102 
placed a duty on Welsh Ministers and other Welsh authorities to prepare and publish a 
child poverty strategy for Wales.  
3 Child poverty strategies in the devolved regions of the UK 
Wales 
The Children and Families (Wales) Measure 2010 placed a legal duty on Ministers, 
local authorities and other Welsh authorities3 to prepare and publish a child poverty 
strategy with objectives and actions for contributing to the eradication of child poverty in 
Wales. (Where eradication means matching the lowest rate in Europe, 5 percent before 
housing costs). The Measure defined thirteen broad aims for contributing towards the 
eradication of child poverty. These aims were summarised in the three overarching 
strategic objectives described within the Welsh Child Poverty Strategy of 2011. The 
strategic objectives were: 
 reduce the number of families living in workless households 
 improve the skills of parents/carers and young people living in low income 
households so they can secure well-paid employment 
 reduce inequalities that exist in health, educational and economic outcomes of 
children and families by improving the outcomes of the poorest 
The Welsh Government also published statutory guidance and regulations4 for Welsh 
Local Authorities and other Welsh authorities in relation to their legal duties. A Child 
Poverty Solutions Wales website, hosted by Save the Children with support from the 
Welsh government, offered help in developing local responses to child poverty. 
In 2012 the Welsh government child poverty policy commitments were incorporated 
into an all-age anti-poverty plan for Wales, the Tackling Poverty Action Plan5 (TPAP). 
TPAP’s more ‘holistic’ approach to poverty was expected to supplement the delivery of 
the statutory Child Poverty Strategy and reinforce its three strategic objectives. An 
evaluation of the Welsh approach by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) notes that 
[TPAP] … appears to have overtaken the annual reporting of progress specifically on 
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 The Welsh Authorities named in Section 6 of the Children and Families (Wales) Measure 2010 are: The Welsh Ministers, A 
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the child poverty strategy’.6 The Children’s Commissioner for Wales had reservations 
about the move stating that the inclusion of child poverty in an all age action plan does 
not lend itself to actions firmly placed within a framework of children’s rights in line with 
the UNCRC. He also pointed out that direct reference to the UNCRC was absent from 
the 2013 Action Plan7. 
The three overarching aims of Wales’ all-age Tackling Poverty Action Plan are: 
 Preventing poverty – actions are largely about improving prospects for 
children and young people 
 Helping people into work- actions are largely about reducing worklessness 
and improving skills 
 Mitigating the impact of poverty – actions are about improving access to 
high quality health, housing, financial and digital services and minimising 
the effect of welfare reform 
There is a further cross-cutting aim of joining up in communities and across 
government – where the focus is on regeneration. The Action Plan aims to ensure that 
the three overarching aims and actions are supporting disadvantaged groups and 
communities.  A Tackling Poverty Action Plan annual report was published July 20148. 
Compared with Scotland and Northern Ireland, Wales’ child poverty strategy 2011 
seemed to place greater requirements upon public authorities and greater importance 
on ensuring that child-poverty related activity happens at all levels of government and 
across services. A review by the New Policy Institute considered the Welsh strategy to 
be ‘more advanced than other strategies both in terms of the time it was launched 
(much earlier) and its content (more detailed and thorough). In particular, the 
monitoring and measurement were seen as a standard to aim for.’9 The Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation’s study considered the Welsh strategy to be ‘the most ambitious 
in tone, least couched in terms of limited powers and explicitly rooted within 
international rights-based approaches’.10  
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 Scotland 
The constraints arising from the absence of tax and welfare powers are clearly 
expressed in Scotland’s first child poverty strategy11 and annual reports. Actions to 
tackle child poverty therefore focus on the theme of mitigation within the limitations of 
devolution. The two main aims of the first Scottish strategy are; 
 Maximising household resources 
 Improving children’s wellbeing and life chances 
The strategy stresses the needs of deprived communities and places. Change is to be 
driven through working with local partners such as Community Planning Partnerships 
(CPP’s). Single Outcome Agreements (SOA’s) are agreements between the Scottish 
Government and Community Planning Partnerships which set out how each will work 
towards improving outcomes. The Child Poverty strategy states that it is for these 
CPPs, with their knowledge of local needs and priorities, to decide the best way 
forward to tackle poverty at the local level, and to reflect this within their SOA’s. 12 The 
annual report of 201313 uses the pockets, prospects and places categorisation (see 
page 8 of this paper) to order and present the range of measures taken in the strategy.  
The Joseph Rowntree Foundation study regarded the Scottish approach as the least 
centrally driven of the devolved regions and the one which was offering most discretion 
to local government and community planning partners to devise responses. It was 
critical however of the lack of any requirement to show how the strategy was being 
delivered and a progress report which contained only a list of promising approaches14. 
It noted however that substantial analysis on the likely impacts of welfare reform has 
been published by the Scottish government over the same reporting period showing 
impacts, for example, upon families and households. 
The second Scottish child poverty strategy15, published in March 2014, reformulated 
the two key aims of the first strategy as outcomes, altered how they are reported on 
and introduced a third outcome: 
 Children from low income households live in well-designed sustainable 
places 
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A new Outcomes Framework has been developed setting out key areas of activity to 
achieve the aims and principles of the strategy. The Children’s Commissioner for 
Scotland welcomed the new child poverty strategy and the revised pockets, prospects 
and places approach.  He expressed concern at the absence of explicit reference to 
children’s rights within the strategy and called for the proposed outcomes and 
measurements framework to be clearly linked to the UNCRC. 16 The Child Poverty 
Action Group (CPAG) in Scotland welcomed the strategy’s focus on maximising family 
resources but called for the strategy to be backed up by a clear delivery plan with a 
clear framework for measuring success and a suitable accountability mechanism.17 
 
England 
The Child Poverty Act 2010 commits the government to reduce child poverty and 
places specific duties on local authorities in England towards ending child poverty.  
Specifically it places a duty on each local authority to:  
 cooperate with partners and other bodies to reduce child poverty and work 
together to mitigate its effects,  
 produce an assessment of the needs of children living in poverty in its area 
(a child poverty needs assessment), and 
 prepare a joint Child Poverty Strategy with relevant partners 
In 2013 the End Child Poverty Campaign examined the approach in England18.  It 
found that child poverty affected all local authorities but there was wide variation in the 
levels of child poverty across the country. Even local authorities with low levels of child 
poverty had pockets of deprivation within them. The study found there was wide 
variation in the approach taken by authorities toward their Child Poverty Act 
responsibilities. It identified 53 (out of 152) English local authorities where it was unable 
to find a published child poverty strategy. (A study the year before made a similar 
finding). The research identified some authorities with good quality strategies and 
positive achievements in relation to tackling child poverty within their areas but 
concluded there was much more that local authorities could do to tackle child poverty 
despite the constraints of national policy and the policy levers available to them.  
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 Northern Ireland  
The first statutory child poverty strategy was published in March 2011. Its overall aim 
is: to provide the opportunity for all children and young people to thrive and to address 
the causes and consequences of disadvantage. The strategy has four strategic 
priorities:  
 ensure that as far as possible, that poverty and disadvantage in childhood 
does not translate into poorer outcomes for children as they move into 
adulthood 
 support more parents to be  in work that pays, or pays better 
 ensure the child’s environment supports them to thrive 
 target financial support to be responsive to family situations 
The ‘priority action areas’ detailed in the strategy to support these high level priorities 
could be grouped into two categories - actions to reduce poorly paid work and 
unemployment among adults with children and actions to improve longer-term 
prospects through child based interventions to tackle the cyclical nature of child 
poverty. The Executive’s intention was to follow the strategy with a delivery plan 
detailing the key initiatives, signature projects and measurable outcomes which would 
take forward the strategy’s strategic priorities19. This implementation plan was replaced 
by Delivering Social Change – an all-encompassing framework for the delivery of the 
child poverty strategy over time. A Child Poverty Outcomes Framework20 was 
developed by OFMdFM to assess which interventions are likely to produce the best 
outcomes over the long term and the impact of programmes already in place. 
Mandatory annual progress reports for the Child Poverty Strategy were published in 
May 201221 and March 201322.  
The Joseph Rowntree Foundation analysis notes that Northern Ireland’s child poverty 
strategy sits alongside the 10 year anti-poverty strategy Lifetime Opportunities23 and 
other anti-poverty policy and actions detailed within the Programme for Government24 
and Delivering Social Change framework25. It found Northern Ireland’s approach to be 
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distinctive amongst the devolved nations for its emphasis placed on inter-generational 
cycles of poverty and reference to families with young mothers as factors sustaining 
poverty. It did not, however, find a clear evidence base for this focus.26  
The JRF study noted that the annual progress reports anticipate the risks for child 
poverty posed by welfare reform. It also highlights that Northern Ireland, like Wales has 
stressed the need for co-ordinated cross-government working and for targeting 
disadvantaged communities.  The author observed a sharpening focus on outcomes 
and delivery in Northern Ireland’s approach and a stronger steer from the centre of 
government. He noted however that the progress report understates how vulnerable 
Northern Ireland is to poverty due to relatively lower pay and higher rates of long-term 
benefits claims and the nature of the income distribution in NI which shows a high level 
of households incomes clustered close to the poverty line.  
In January 2014 OFMdFM published a consultation document Delivering Social 
Change for Children and Young People. The intention expressed in this draft strategy 
was to create an integrated policy framework covering policy on children and young 
people, including child poverty and children’s rights27. It proposed to be the Executive’s 
statutory child poverty strategy and the annual report to the Assembly on child poverty. 
The Children’s Commissioner expressed concern however, that the Executive had: 
…simply ‘tweaked’ the Ten Year Strategy and merged it with the Child Poverty 
Strategy. Doing so has resulted in a document which is neither an improvement on 
the Children’s Strategy nor meets the requirements of the Child Poverty Act. This was 
done without any engagement with my office, with civil society or with children, young 
people or their parents. 
28
 
The Commissioner also drew attention to the IFS reports on the predicted rise in child 
poverty for NI in the years ahead and called for the Executive to make an ‘honest 
review’ of past planning and actions before producing new strategies.  
Following the Delivering Social Change for Children and Young People public 
consultation, it was decided to produce a separate child poverty strategy for 2014-1729. 
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4 Are there any common approaches to child poverty across the 
devolved nations? 
The child poverty strategies across the jurisdictions reflect the powers that are 
devolved to them and different priorities and policy choices, but there are some 
common elements. The Joseph Rowntree Foundation’s review of the devolved 
governments’ child poverty arrangements found four common approaches:  
 Where it is possible the devolved administrations are trying to target 
resources –i.e. through local government, in the NHS or by basing it on 
levels of deprivation 
 The devolved administrations are trying to reduce costs for people – reduce 
council tax/rates, remove prescription charges, award concessionary fares, 
reduce fuel poverty, provide wage subsidies for employers 
 They are trying to raise awareness and improve take-up of any relevant 
support that is available – i.e. advice on benefits/tax credits, debt and low 
cost credit, guidance and advocacy services, skills training, employment 
rights  
 They are regulating to improve public services such as preschool and 
childcare provision, education, housing standards, health and social care, 
adult skills 
New Policy Institute research found an emphasis on parental employment to be a 
common element in the strategies, finding a consensus amongst the governments 
that work was the best route out of poverty. There was agreement that ‘…to this end, 
education, and the educational attainment of children is central’. 30 The JRF paper 
highlights the Pockets, Prospects and Places grouping (originally devised by the 
Scottish Tackling Poverty Board) as a helpful way of summarising the devolved 
nations’ child poverty activities since 2011: 
o Pockets – these are policies to increase people’s incomes and bring down 
the cost of essential goods and services 
o Prospects – these are policies aimed at improving children and young 
people’s life chances and employment chances. These policies take a 
longer view on tackling poverty.  
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o Places – these are policies to improve the places that people live – for 
example with higher quality, more affordable housing, and through 
community regeneration especially in places of extreme disadvantage.  
The Joseph Rowntree Foundation paper commented that ‘this three dimensional 
approach to tackling poverty appears to offer a sound basis for policy and practice’31. 
Policy commitments on poverty within annual reports and action plans32 
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5 Has devolution made any impact on reducing poverty? 
Economic growth and Westminster policies such as welfare-to-work and tax-benefit 
reform were largely responsible for falling levels of poverty and improving employment 
rates in most areas of the UK during the early years of devolution from 1999 to 2009 
according to the JRF analysis. Given the devolved governments limited powers, the 
author of the JRF analysis considers it unreasonable to expect they could bring about 
more than a modest contribution to poverty reduction. He notes however, the shifting 
boundary between devolved and reserved powers and considers that further change is 
probable.  
The JRF paper stressed that it may take many years to see the influence of policies 
that were advanced by the devolved administrations, for example in relation to 
children’s early years support, adult skills and public health. Nevertheless, some areas 
where devolution has had a positive impact are identifiable, for example: 
 A positive improvement in adult skills. Improvements were most significant 
in the north-east of England followed by Wales and NI. 
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 Falls in infant mortality – greatest in Wales (but least in Northern Ireland). 
 Improvements in early mortality among adults under 65 
 A (modest) narrowing in the gap between best and worst faring parts of the 
UK 
The research found limited evidence to verify that improvements and progress in child 
poverty after the first ten years of devolution could be attributed to actions of the 
devolved governments. It stressed the need for better evaluation of devolved initiatives 
to really be sure if and how they add value.  It is impossible for example, to say for sure 
whether devolved policies in the area of employability are any better or are cost–
effective compared to UK-wide labour market policies. In conclusion, the JRF research 
advised that strategies must use approaches that have been demonstrated to be more 
effective at tackling poverty and funding decisions must be based on good evidence.  
The appeal for better evaluation and review is echoed in a statement by Northern 
Ireland’s Children’s Commissioner whose period in office is shortly coming to an end. 
In April 2014 she stated: 
When I came into post in January 2007, it seemed a time of promise, of potential 
progress for children and young people. A ten year Strategy for Children and Young 
People had recently been published and we were about to witness the restoration of 
devolution. We were hopeful that having locally elected politicians would result in 
more local accountability, in legislation and initiatives that would meet the needs of 
local people.  
Certainly, there is more political debate on important issues, and I am pleased that I 
have developed constructive working relationships with government ministers, who 
meet with me regularly to discuss issues affecting children’s rights and best interests. 
However, I have concerns about the effectiveness of the Executive’s strategic delivery 
for children and young people…..If devolved government is to make a difference what 
is needed is an honest review of how effectively it has been delivering for children and 
young people, whilst involving civil society, professionals, parents and – of course – 
children and young people themselves. This must be followed by concerted, 
coordinated action to ensure better outcomes for children, through the development, 
resourcing and delivery of a new, long-term Strategy for children and young people. 
Then, at last, we may see real progress.
33
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6 Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) projections for 2020 
Child and Working Age Poverty in Northern Ireland over the next decade: an update 
was published by the IFS in January 201434. The poverty projection tables are on 
pages 17-19 of this paper. The box below summarises the key results. 
 
The report was prepared at the request of the Northern Ireland Executive, and it includes 
separate projections for Northern Ireland, Scotland, and England and Wales (combined) as 
well as for the UK as a whole. It updated a previous analysis published in May 2013 which 
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 Child and Working Age Poverty in Northern Ireland over the next decade: an update James Browne, Andrew Hood, Robert 
Joyce Institute for Fiscal Studies January 2014 http://www.ifs.org.uk/bns/bn144.pdf 
THE IFS PROJECTIONS 
Child poverty in the UK is projected to:  
 rise relatively quickly between 2011-12 and 2014-15,  
 increase slightly between 2014-15 and 2017-18 as 
more households benefit from the introduction of 
universal credit, before increasing more rapidly in the 
latter part of the decade.  
Relative to the latest year of data (2011-12), it is expected 
that:  
 child poverty in Northern Ireland is to increase by 5.0 
percentage points by 2014-15 and 9.2 percentage 
points by 2020-21 using the relative low-income 
measure and  
 by 7.1 percentage points by 2014-15 and 13.5 
percentage points by 2010-21 using the absolute low-
income measure. 
The IFS research estimates that the equivalent figures for the 
UK as a whole are somewhat smaller: 
 Using the relative low-income measure projected 
increases for the UK are of 2.7 percentage points by 
2014-15 and 5.0 percentage points by 2020-21 
 Using the absolute low-income measure projected 
increases are 5.6 percentage points by 2014-15 and 
8.4 percentage points by 2020-21 
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drew a substantial volume of comment from children’s charities, campaigners, politicians 
and in the press.
35
 The first report of 2013 stated that "Tax and benefit reforms introduced 
since April 2010 can account for almost all of the increase in child poverty projected over 
the next few years."  The update of 2014 stated that “…our key qualitative conclusions 
about the likely path of poverty among children and working age adults are unchanged 
since our previous report”. The report’s authors concluded that the statutory targets to 
reduce relative child poverty by 2020-21 are: 
… unachievable under any plausible scenarios for how the UK economy and tax and 
benefit policy will develop over the remainder of this decade, and reiterate our 
recommendation to the UK government to consider setting more realistic targets, or to 
set out how its policies will enable it to meet these targets if it disagrees with our 
assessment. 
When the first report was published in May 2013 the Child Policy Action Group, 
commenting in relation to the overall UK child poverty strategy, stated: 
The Government has child poverty targets and a child poverty strategy because it 
knows poverty destroys life chances and generates huge costs to our economy. 
Today’s figures must lead to a rethink of a strategy that not only isn’t working but 
looks set to turn the child poverty problem into a child poverty crisis in the years 
ahead. As a result of the Government’s flawed strategy, over 1.1 million more children 
will be living in poverty by 2020-21. 
We need a child poverty strategy that contains policies which deliver on important 
issues such as job security, living wages, and affordable housing for low income 
families. When the right policies aren’t in place to help ensure family life is affordable, 
it’s inevitable that children suffer.
36
 
In April 2014 Northern Ireland’s Commissioner for Children and Young People referred 
to the IFS research stating: 
An OFMDFM commissioned Institute of Fiscal Studies report predicts that absolute 
child poverty in Northern Ireland will rise from 25% in 2011-12 to an unprecedented 
38.5% in 2020-21. That is more than 10 percentage points above the level predicted 
for the UK. This is only one of the many challenges that must be addressed urgently 
for our most vulnerable children in Northern Ireland.
37
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The Commissioner stressed that the Executive’s new child poverty strategy:  
…must make reference to the statistical predictions in relation to the child poverty 
targets and set targets it aims to achieve by 2017 to make good progress towards the 
four specified child poverty targets for 2020. 
38
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Appendix   Child Poverty Act Targets   http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/9/contents 
 
 
NIAR 578-14   Briefing Paper 
Providing research and information services to the Northern Ireland Assembly 18 
Child Poverty Projection tables  
Source: Child and working-age poverty in Northern Ireland over the next decade: an update. 
IFS January 2014 
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